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Introduction 

Why are navigable waterways 
considered in an environmental impact 
statement? 
Federal regulations define navigable waterways as those waters that are 

subject to the ebb and flow of the tide and/or are used for the transport 

of interstate or foreign commerce either historicall y, currently, or in the 

future (33 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] Part 329). This definition 

interprets interstate and foreign commerce very broadly—it is only 

necessary that goods transported on these waterways be brought  Historically, there were three routes 
from , or eventually desti ned for, another state or country. The  used to transport coal from eastern King 

County to Seattle and then onto San 
kinds of goods involve d in interstate or foreign commerce are very  Francisco: 
diverse, typically reflecti ng the region where the navigable �x Horse carts from the mines to the 

waterway is located. A hi storical example of interstate commerce  shores of Lake Washington, trans
shipping to barges, barging across 

in the study area is the barging of coal dug in Newcastle, Lake Washington to the mouth of 

Washington, from approxim ately 1860 to 1880. Coal was shipped the Black River down the Black 
River to the Duwamish River, and 

from the Newcastle area across Lake Washington to Elliott Bay, up the Duwamish River to Elliott 

and then on to San Francisco, Cali fornia, and other destinations. Bay (starting in 1870) 

�x Short-track railroad to the shores 
Once a waterway is designated as a navigable w aterway (m eaning of Lake Washington, trans

shipping to barges, barging across 
that it is suffi ciently wide,  deep, and free from obstructions to Lake Washington to Lake Union, 
allow  travel by vessels), the designation is not allowed to be trans-shipping the barges to a 

short-track railroad to Elliott Bay 
violated  or changed by current or f uture actions or events that (1880s to early 1900s) 

interfere with or prevent vessel movement. A designation of  �x Barging across Lake Washington, 

navigability covers the entire surface extent of the water body. The  through the Ship Canal, and into 
Elliott Bay (early 1900s) 

movement of goods by ship and barge, as well as the widespread 

recreational use of Lake Washington, depends on maintaining the 

navigati on channels under the east and west highr ises and the 

Evergreen Point Bridge. These navigation channels provide passage to 

commercial and recreational ship and boat traffic. 

The U.S. Coast Guard (Coast Guard) is responsible for identifying and 

maintaining navigati on channels in U.S. waters, such as in Lake 

Washington and the Puget Sound. The Coast Guard operates the Sector 

Seattle Vessel Traffic Service (VTS) to direct and enforce vessel 

movement and rules of the road. The Sector Seattle VTS maintains and 

directs vessel movement from the entrance of the Strait of Juan de Fuca 

to the southern portion of Puget Sound. Vessels traveling between Lake 
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Washington and the entrance to the Strait of Juan de Fuca operate 

under intern ational rul es of navigati on while they are in international 

waters (more than 3 miles off the coast of Washington). 

The Coast Guard must approve the constructi on or alteration  of bridges 

crossing navigable waterways (Federal Highw ay Administration 

[FHWA] 1994; Coast Guard 1999). The Coast Guard approves the 

location and clearances of bridges by issuing bridge permits un der the 

authority of t he General Bridge Act of 1946, which superseded Section 9 

of the Rivers and Harbors Act of 1899 (Coast Guard 1999, 2004a). Bridge 

permits are the written approvals of the locations and plans for 

proposed bridges or the alterations of existing bridges (Coast Guard 

1999). These permits include all temporary bridge s that would be used 

for construct ion access or traffic de tours. Changes or modifications to 

the existing Evergreen Point Bridge that would affect the future 

navigati onal use of these waterways would req uire approval and 

issuance of a permit by the Coast Guard. In additio n, agreements 

between the Coast Guard and the FHWA require t hat the potential 

effects of bridge projects on navigable waterways be evaluated through 

the Nation al Environment al Policy Act (NEPA) process (FHWA 1983). 

What are the key points of this report? 

�x There would be no effect on navigatio n from the No Build 

Alternative, which assumes continuing normal operation of the 

current Evergreen Point and Portage Bay bridges between now and 

2030 without any changes in lanes, ramps, or traffic management 

strategies. 

�x Operation of either Opti ons A, K, or L for the 6-Lane Alternative 

would perm anently change the routes that larger recreational and 

commercial vessels travel to get to Lake Washington south of the 

Evergreen Point Bridge (smaller boats would  still be able to pass 

under the bridge in several places). 

�x Elimination of the drawspan opening would shift vessels traveling 

south to either the east or west navigation channel under the 

Evergreen Point Bridge, with each channel remaining 

approximately in its curre nt location , changing in height and wi dth, 

but maint aining similar depth. 

�x Under the 6-Lane Alternative and common to Options A, K, and L, 

the new east navigati on channel woul d have a clear opening of 
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approxim ately 210 feet parallel to  the piers and 150 feet parallel to 

the shoreline. The east channel would also have a minimum 

overhead clearance of approxim ately 70 feet and a minim um depth 

of 19 feet. 

�x Under the 6-Lane Alternative and common to Options A, K, and L, 

vessels passing under the west side of the bridge would be able to 

use two openings: one opening under the west transition span and 

another opening located one span to the west of the transition span. 

The minimu m span length under consideration for the west 

navigati on channel openings would be 140 feet, providing a 

minimum opening of app roximately 130 feet parallel to the piers. 

The minimum overhead clearance for the west navigation channel 

would be 41 feet, with a minimum water depth at the west edge of 

the channel of approximately 23 feet. 

�x Under the 6-Lane Alternative and common to Options A, K, and L, 

navigati onal access would be maintained during constructi on by 

ensuring that at least one navigati on channel under the Evergreen 

Point Bridge is available at all times. During construction  of the east 

transition sp an, the navigation channel under it  would be the 

existing minimu m horizontal clearance of 57 feet for a maximum o f 

1½ years and a minim um of 1 year. 

�x Under the 6-Lane Alternative and common to Options A, K, and L, 

the planned placement of anchors would requ ire a 200-foot clear 

zone from each side of the bridge, whic h is not a change from the 

required clear zone around the existing bridge. The anchors 

themselves extend further from the br idge, ranging from about 

225 feet to about 800 feet, but their 200-foot depth would gen erally 

not pose a navigation h azard. 

�x Under the 6-Lane Alternative Options A and L (the options with 

bascule bridges), the Lake Washington Ship Canal would  close for a 

total of 6 days, spread out over at least 9 days. There woul d also be a 

3-week period dur ing whi ch only  vessels with a verti cal clearance of 

46 feet or less would be able to pass through the Montl ake Cut. The 

U.S. Coast Guard—through i ts “ Local Noti ces to Mariners”—would 

notify Mariners of these navigation al restrictions. 

�x Impacts on navigation from the ph asing of construction wo uld be 

the same for each option under the 6-Lane Alternative, because the 

efforts necessary to maint ain navigation (detailed  in the above 
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bullets) woul d be the same for each option as each construction 

phase is initiated. 

What is the I-5 to Medina: Bridge 
Replacement and HOV Project? 

The Interstate 5 (I-5) to Medina: Bridge Replacement and High-

Occupancy Vehicle (HOV) Project is part of the State Route (SR) 520 

Bridge Replacement and HOV Program (SR 520 Program) (detailed in 

the text box below) and encompasses parts of three main geographic 

areas—Seattle, Lake Washington, and the Eastside. The project area 

includes the following:  

�x Seattle communities: Portage Bay/R oanoke, North Capitol Hil l, 

Montl ake, University District, Laurelh urst, and Madison Park 

�x Eastside communities: Medina, Hunts Point, Clyde Hill, and 

Yarrow Point 

�x The Lake Washington ecosystem and associated wetlands 

�x Usual and accustomed fishing areas of tribal n ations that have 

historically used the area’s aquatic resources and have treaty rights 

The SR 520 Bridge Replacement and HOV Project Draft Environ mental 

Impact Statement (EIS), published in August 2006, evaluated a 4-Lane 

Alternative, a 6-Lane Alt ernative, and a No Build Alternative. Since the 

Draft EIS was published, circumstances surrounding the SR 520 

What is the SR 520 Program? 

The SR 520 Bridge Replacement and HOV Program will enhance safety by replacing the aging floating bridge and keep the region 
moving with vital transit and roadway improvements throughout the corridor. The 12.8-mile program area begins at I-5 in Seattle and 
extends to SR 202 in Redmond. 

In 2006, WSDOT prepared a Draft EIS—published formally as the SR 520 Bridge Replacement and HOV Project—that addressed 
corridor construction from the I-5 interchange in Seattle to just west of I-405 in Bellevue. Growing transit demand on the Eastside and 
structure vulnerability in Seattle and Lake Washington, however, led WSDOT to identify new projects, each with a separate purpose and 
need, that would provide benefit even if the others were not built. These four independent projects were identified after the Draft EIS was 
published in 2006, and these now fall under the umbrella of the entire SR 520 Bridge Replacement and HOV Program: 

�x I-5 to Medina: Bridge Replacement and HOV Project replaces the SR 520 roadway, floating bridge approaches, and floating bridge 
between I-5 and the eastern shore of Lake Washington. This project spans 5.2 miles of the SR 520 corridor. 

�x Medina to SR 202: Eastside Transit and HOV Project completes and improves the transit and HOV system from Evergreen Point 
Road to the SR 202 interchange in Redmond. This project spans 8.6 miles of the SR 520 corridor. 

�x Pontoon Construction Project involves constructing the pontoons needed to restore the Evergreen Point Bridge in the event of a 
catastrophic failure and storing those pontoons until needed. 

�x Lake Washington Congestion Management Project, through a grant from the U.S. Department of Transportation, improves traffic 
using tolling, technology and traffic management, transit, and telecommuting. 
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Exhibit 1. Project Vicinity Map 

corridor have changed in several ways. These changes have resulted in 

decisions to forward advance planning for potenti al catastrophic failure 

of the Evergreen Point Bridge, respond to increased demand for t ransit 

service on the Eastside, and evaluate a new set of community-based 

designs for the Montlake area in Seattle. 

To respond to these changes, the Washington State 

Departm ent of Transport ation (WSDOT) and the Federal 

Highway Administration (FHWA) initiated new projects to 

be evaluated in separate environmental documents. 

Improvements to the western portion of the SR 520 

corridor—kn own as the I-5 to Medin a: Bridge Replacement 

and HOV Project (the I-5 to Medina project)—are being 

evaluated in a Supplemental Draft EIS (SDEIS); this discipline 

report is a part of that SDEIS. Project limits for this project 

extend from I-5 in Seattle to 92nd Avenue NE in Yarrow 

Point, where it transitions  into the Medina to SR 202: Eastside 

Transit and HOV  Project (the Medina to SR 202 project). 

Exhibit 1 shows the project vicinity. 

What are the project alternatives? 
As noted above, the Draft EIS evaluated a 4-Lane Alternative,  a 6-Lane 

Alternative ( including thr ee design options in Seattle), and a No Build 

Alternative. In 2006, following Draft EIS publication, Governor 

Gregoire identified the 6-Lane Altern ative as the state’s preference for 

the SR 520 corridor, but  urged that the affected communities in Seattle 

develop a common vision for the western portion of the corrid or. 

Accordingly,  a mediation group convened at the direction of the state 

legislature to evaluate the corridor  alignment for SR 520 through 

Seattle. The mediation gr oup identified three 6-l ane design options for 

SR 520 between I-5 and the floating span of the Evergreen Point Bridge; 

these options were documented in a Project Impact Plan (Parametrix 

2008). The SDEIS evaluates the following: 

�x No Build Alt ernative 

�x 6-Lane Alternative 

�� Option A 

�� Option K 

�� Option L 
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These alternatives and options are summarized below. The 4-Lane 

Alternative and the Draft EIS 6-lane design options have been 

eliminated fr om further considerati on. More infor mation on how the 

project has evolved since the Draft EIS was published in 2006, as well as 

more detailed information on th e design options, is provided i n the 

Description of Alternativ es Discipline Report (WSDOT 2009b). 

What is the No Build Alternative? 

Under the N o Build Alter native, SR 520 

would continue to operate between I-5 and 

Medin a as it does today: as a 4-lane 

highway wit h nonstandard should ers and 

without a bicycle/pedestrian path . 

(Exhibit 2 depicts a cross section of the No 

Build Altern ative.) No new facilities w ould 

be added to SR 520 betw een I-5 and 

Medin a, and none would be removed, 

including th e unused R.H. Thomson Expressway ramps near the 

Washington Park Arboret um. WSDOT would  conti nue to manage 

traffic using its existing transportation demand management and 

intelligent tr ansportation system strategies.  

Exhibit 2. No Build Alternative Cross Section 

The No Build Alternativ e assumes that the Portage Bay and Evergreen 

Point bridge s would  remain standing and functional through 2030 and 

that no catastrophic events, such as earthquakes or extreme storms, 

would cause major damage to the bridges. The No Build Alter native 

also assumes completion of the Medi na to SR 202 project as well as 

other regionally planned and program med transportation proj ects. The 

No Build Alt ernative pro vides a baseline against which proje ct analysts 

can measure and compare the effects of each 6-Lane Alternative b uild 

option. 

What is the 6-Lane Alternative? 

The 6-Lane Alternative would complete the regional HOV connection 

(3+ HOV occupancy) across SR 520. This alternativ e would  include six 

lanes (two 11-foot-wide o uter general-purpose lanes and one 12-foot­

wide inside HOV lan e in each direction), with 4-foot-wide insi de and 

10-foot-wide  outside shoulders (Exhibit 3). The proposed widt h of the 

roadw ay would be approximately 18 feet narrower than the one 

described in the Draft EIS, reflecting public comment from local 

communities  and the City of Seattle. 
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Exhibit 3. 6-Lane Alternative Cross Section 

SR 520 would be rebuilt f rom I-5 to Evergreen Point Road in Medina 

and restriped and reconfigured from Evergreen Point Road t o 92nd 

Avenue NE in Yarrow Point. A 14-f oot-wide bicycl e/pedestrian  path 

would be built along the north side of SR 520 through the Montlake 

area and across the Evergreen Point Bridge, connecting to the regional 

path on the Eastside. A bridge maintenance facilit y and dock would be 

built undern eath the east approach to the Evergreen Point Bridge. 

The sections below describe the the 6-Lane Alternative and design 

options in each of the three geographical areas the project would 

encompass. 

Seattle 

Elements Common to the 6-Lane A lternative O ptions 

SR 520 would connect to I-5 in a confi guration sim ilar to th e way it 

connects today. Improvements to the I-5/SR 520 interchange would 

include  a new reversible HOV ramp connecting th e new SR 520 HOV 

lanes to existing I-5 reversible express lanes. WSDOT would replace the 

Portage Bay Bridge and the Evergreen Point Bridge (includin g the west 

approach and floating sp an), as well as the existing local street bridges 

across SR 520. New stormwater facili ties would be constructed for the 

project to provide storm water retention and treatment. The project 

would include landscaped lids across SR 520 at I-5, 10th Avenu e East 

and Delmar Drive East, and in the Montlake area to help reconnect the 

communities  on either side of the roadway. The project would also 

remove the Montlake freeway transit station. 

The most substantial differences among the three options are the 

interchange configurati ons in the Montlake and University of 

Washington areas. Exhibi t 4 depicts these key differences in interchange 
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